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How much does the public care about conservation policy in China? 
Empirical Evidence from Weibo  (Chinese Twitter) Microblogs
Finding #1: Conservation issues are not attracting much  
public attention, and  the  public  is  not actively participating
in conservation  policy  discourse
Evidence: Table 1 shows a low median and
mean value, and a high standard deviation
value. Plus, we compare this statistics to
recent high trend topics in Weibo, which
have more than 500 average reposting
frequency per messages.
The pie chart also shows the second
argument.
Finding #2: Conservation  topics  the  public  is  discussing  
on  Weibo
Finding #3: Conservation policy per se (May & Sep) is not
attracting public attention,  but vagueness of policy  
discourse  does  not  appear  to  be  a  reason  for  this.
Finding #4: More policy relevant discussions at a local
level than a national level, but the government discourse
still dominates the overall discussions.
Though at a local level, conservation relevant policies mainly
stand for the government. So it is unlikely to have public
pressure to push the government and impact the conservation
policy
Result
Conservation discourse on social media
New social media like Weibo can have an agenda-­setting  effect:
they  influence the issues people think about and suggest  how
they should think about them (McComb,  2005).
Weibo characteristics:  
-­ Largest  microblogging  platform: least  249  million  users  
with  a  38%  “netizen”  use  ratio.
-­ Relatively  higher  credibility  than  some  traditional  mass  
media.
-­ An  increasingly  democratic  space.
However,  compared  to  other  issues  (e.g.  air  pollution)  that  
have  put  pressure  on  the  government,  conservation  likely  less  
popular.  So,  we  hypothesize:
H1: Conservation  does  not  feature  prominently  in  discussions  
on  Weibo, and conservation policy discourse on Weibo is
seldom led by citizens.  
Ecological Civilization and Chinese Conservation Policy
The  majority  of  conservation  policies  are  under  the  umbrella  of  
the  principle  of  “Ecological  Civilization.”  2015  was  a  watershed  
year  for  this  principle:
The  new  Ecological  Civilization  policy  in  2015  (May  &  
September  policy)  may  not  be  very  effective  on  its  own  in  
influencing  the  public  agenda,  because:
-­ Discourse  about  this  policy  has  been  broad  and  vague;;
-­ Chinese  public  finds  formal  environmental  regulations  an  
unreliable  reference  for  actual  practice;;
-­ The  government  continues  to  have  low  credibility.
So  we  hypothesize  that:
H2:  The government conservation  policy discourse  on
Ecological  Civilization  updated  in  May and  September  2015 will  
not  attract  much  public  attention.
Background & Hypotheses
Conclusion and Next Steps
The overall objective of this study is to analyze the relationship
between social  media  and conservation (ecosystem protection)
discourse  and  policy  in  China.  We used Weibo (Chinese Twitter)
data  to respond to the following questions:
(1) To  what  extent  were conservation  issues and relevant policies
discussed  on  Weibo and  how  were  these  issues  framed?
(2) Is  there  any  evidence  of the influence of conservation policy
discourse  on public  discussion  of  conservation  issues?    
Objective
Weibo’s limitations  of representing the public in general:
-­ Overall  represents  young,  low  education  level  people
-­ People  may  not  choose  Weibo  to  talk  about  conservation  
issues  
-­ Government  censorship:   messages that are  critical  of  the  
government are  usually  deleted  in Weibo
Time  period:
-­ longer  time  period  of  data  required  to  better  understand
trends  and  changes  in  conservation  discourse  on  Weibo
Limitations
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e.g.: policies, laws,
governmental
discourse
Action:
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e.g.: scientific facts /
news
(Public) Opinion
Achievement
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Opinions  on  Promoting  
Ecological  Civilization  
Construction
Integrated  Reform  Plan  
for  Promoting  Ecological  
Civilization
Officially  as  a  part  of  
13th Five-­Year  Plan  
(2016-­2020)
Public discussion at the local level
On-­line  discussion  between  citizens  and  government  are  
likely  to  be  more  salient  at  the  local  level  than  in  a  
national  level because:
-­ Citizens  tend  to  care  about  their  surrounding  
ecosystem and  specific  places
-­ Citizens  have  tighter  relationship  to  local  government  
compared  to  the  central  government  
So  we  hypothesize  that:
H3:  Public discussion of conservation  issues and policy
will be greater at the local  level  than  the national  level.  
Max Median Mean Minimum #	  less	  than	  100 StdDev
Total 4891 27 103 10 295 339
High  trend topics in WeiboMa Jun (A environmentalist)’s Weibo Website
Sampling:
• Keyword search: “ecology  (生态)”  AND  “protect  (保护),”  
• Select  messages  with  more  than10  times  reposting  frequency
(to  focus  on  more  popular  Weibo  messages).  
• In  total:  355  Weibo messages  (January  to  October,  2015).
Framing:
• We  summarized  the  content  for  each  of  the  messages  in  our  
sample  to  identify  several categories  of  frames  used.  These
frames  represent  the  themes  or  main  points  emphasized.
• We focused on Weibo messages relevant to conservation
policies or other related government discourse. Messages that
contain such content categorized into the  “policy frame.”
• We further categorized messages in the  “policy frame” into
several “sub-­frames” to identify the attributes of conservation
policy relevant messages.
Other Variables:
• Public discussion in Weibo is described by:
• Popularity  of  a  frame  (2 indicators):
-­ Reposting  frequency of  all  messages  in  a  frame;;  
-­ Total  number  of  the  messages  in  a  frame;;
• Message  content diversity  within  a  frame (1 indicator):  
-­ Total  number  of  messages.
• Government / citizens’stance in the policy frame.
• Time: messages in Weibo are highly dynamic.
• Vagueness expression of messages in the policy frame (3
point scale): 1 point: specific； 3 points: very vague.
• National / local level of messages in the policy frame.
Testing Hypotheses:
• For H1, we (1)  analyze the descriptive statistics of reposting
frequency for all messages in our sample, and (2) compare it to
other high trend topics in Weibo. We (3)  further compare
reposting frequency and total messages in policy frame that
stands for the government and citizens’ stance.
• For H2, we (1)  analyze the changes of reposting frequency
and total number for messages in policy frame. The unit of time
is accurate to “month”. If these two indicators have a
significantlyhigher value around October than May and
September, then it supports our H2. We (2)  also pay attention
to the dynamic change of these two indicators for the total
messages that we collect. This may reveal some relationship
between public discussions on conservation in total and its
government discourse that worth further research. To test
whether the vagueness expression is associated with public’s
attention on conservation government discourse, we (3)  run a
chi-­square test of independence.
• For H3, we compare reposting frequency for messages that
stand at a local level and local level in policy frame.
Data  and  Methods
1
2
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Table 1 Descriptive statistics for the reposting frequency of conservation
relevant Weibo messages collected (n=355)  
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In this figure, even the policy
discourse in Weibo is very
vague (level 3), it still has high
reposting frequency.
May and September has a very low reposting frequency
in policy frame. In October, there is a rapid growth. This
shows that what the public care about is the Five-­year
Plan.
A relatively high reposting frequency of total messages
from July to October, and the trend of the dynamic
change reposting frequency of total messages is very
similar to the policy frame.
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This figure shows even though at a local level,
messages in policy frames that at the government
stance are dominant. Lack of public attention on
conservation policies that stand for the citizens’ interest.
Discussion  of  conservation  policy  and  issues  is  present  on  Weibo,  
but  remains  relatively  limited.  New  five-­year  plan  may  change  public  
interest  and  discussion  on  conservation.
Weibo  data  provide  an  interesting  and  potentially  important  window  
into  public  understanding  of  and  interest  in  conservation.
Future steps:
-­ Look for a longer time to observe the dynamic change of
conservation policy messages in Weibo (2009 – 2016);;
-­ Use “Big data” analysis methods to do framing
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